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Rural Housing:
Reflecting the Spirit of a Culture
The author discusses the Auburn University rural studio prof(ram, a program that seelis to help poverty
stricken Alabama rural communities tackle housing challenges. Each semester, fifteen to twenty A V
architecture students move to Hale Count}' and helpfamilies design and construct houses. Examples of
student housing projects are presented.
Dennis K. Ruth
In 1993. two Auburn University architecture
professors. Dennis Ruth and Samuel Mocl^bee.
established the Auburn University' Rural Studio
within the university's School ofArchitecture.
The Rural Studio, conceived as a method to
improve the living conditions in rural Alabama
and to include hands-on experience in an
architectural pedagogy, began designing and
building homes in the fall of 1993. Professor
Samuel Mockbee and Professor Dennis K. Ruth
sought funding to begin the studio and. through
the years, it has received additional funding
which has helped it become what it is today: a
vision of a process to make housing and
community projects in one of the poorest regions
of the nation.
The students who attend the Rural Studio
expand their design knowledge through actually
building what they have designed. Utilizing the
concept of ""context-based learning." the Rural
Studio asks the student to leave the university
environment and take up residency in a region
such as Hale County. Alabama. In doing so, the
student joins a poverty-stricken region and
"'shares the sweat" with a housing client who
lives far below the poverty level. The goal of
this exercise is to refine the student's social
conscience and to learn first-hand the necessary
social, cultural and technological concepts of
designing and building.
The concept of context-based learning has
enabled the Rural Studio to be a leader in
envisioning a process by which rural housing,
with spirit, can be designed, produced, and built.
The term process is a valuable one here, for the
concept of the Rural Studio is not centered in the
design of prototypes or the production ofhousing
types to be occupied by a re-located culture.
Rather, it envisions a process counter to the
mass production of ""dumb" boxes where all
families and cultures are seen empirically as the
same. The Rural Studio is about housing of the
"particular." it demonstrates the known axiom
that art must inform science and that empirical
knowledge must be overlaid with the values and
social manifestations of a culture.
Refining our rural communities is a difficult
task at best, and the root of this task should be a
process of providing shelter for those rural
families who have fallen through all the safety
nets designed to house the economically
disadvantaged. As poet Wendell Berry reminds
us, ""there is no safety in belonging to the select
few, for minority people or anybody else. If we
Professor Dennis Ruth, together with
Professor Samuel Mockbee. established the
Auburn L' niversity Kiiral Studio in 1993.
Professor Ruth holds an undergraduate
dejgree in Architecture from Auburn University
and a Master's of Architecture from Harvard
University. He has served as Department
Head for the School of --Irchitecture at
-luburn and as Dean of the College of
Architecture, Design, and Construction. A
registered architect with NCARB certification.
Professor Ruth presently teaches in the
School of Architecture at -{uburn University
and serves as Director of the Rural Studio.
The Rural Studio can be found on the Internet
at http: / 1 www. ruralstudio. com.
are looking for insurance against want and
oppression, we will tlnd it only inourneighbors'
prosperity and goodw ill and. be\ ond that, in the
good health of our worldly places, our
homelands." Rural America exhibits a genuine
appreciation and affection for people and place.
Participating in the nobility ofthings simple and
common through the design of places and houses
in the rural environment proves to be
invigorating. Our rural cultures are collective
communities rich in history and the tradition of
self-reliance. Rural America values and
respects its matriarchs and patriarchs while
envisioning prosperit\ for its children and their
children's children. Through necessity, its
citizens understand the cvcles of weather, the
proper orientation of a building w ith the sun and
the shade of a live oak tree. History has taught
them that a breeze tlow ing through a house has
the pow er to e.xhaust the heat of the da\ and
pro\ ide a restful peace in the night. The
expectation of clean water from wells and
streams has instilled a respect for the disposal of
sewage and waste water. In short, our rural
communities are simple and actual. A process
for providing rural housing should build on this
simplicity.
The Rural Studio process asks that providers
of rural housing build upon seven primary
themes. Thev are:
• An appreciauon and attecrion for people
and place;
• EnlighteniTient trom the simple and the
actual;
• An architectural common ground
benveen technolog\' and found objects;
• Recycling does not necessarilv mean re-
making but can mean reinterpreting;
• There IS a nobilir\' in things genuine and
not to be stunned by tlie power of
modern technology and economic
influence;
• Housing should reflect the spirit ot the
user, the creativity ot the designer, and
the hand of the craftsman. Don't be
amazed if all three are found in one; and
• One IS always a sen-ant to a culturally
rich collective community-.
The Rural Studio also contends that for rural
housing to be significant it must understand the
importance of land and dwelling ownership in
order to build where people live and where they
ow n. It must understand that the ""spirit" of
shelter is as basic as shelter itself and understand
the existence of a rich cultural tradition in order
to capitalize on it. Students should understand the
issue of designing for the particular, and ""share
the sweat" in order to build a team. It teaches
participants to never underestimate the sense of
familv and community and to involve the young.
The project seeks to understand the transitory
effects of how trailers, prototype housing, and
gov emment programs emphasize ""housing for
the masses." and to always ask ""where do the
children play?" Students must be aware of the
importance of others and what they bring to the
process, and strive to ""think outside the box."
remembering that experimentation generates
ideas that work. The Rural Studio seeks to
understand the opposite end of affluence and
realize that many families fall through the ""safety
net." Finally, the community must understand
that technology is friendly, and they should
understand that university students are a
tremendous resource of caring, talent, ingenuity
and hard work. The Rural Studio is a case study
in the appreciation and consideration of these
precepts and issues. It is a multifaceted program
with an ultimate goal of improving the education
ofAuburn University's College ofArchitecture.
Design, and Construction students while
simultaneousi) improving the qualitv of life in one
of the poorest regions in the nation.
The studio is located in western Alabama, in
remote Hale County. According to the ADECA
1 997 Alabama County Data Book, with a per-
capita income of $ 1 2.292 (only fifty -nine percent
of the U.S. per capita income), roughly one-third
of this region's residents live below the poverty
level. More than a quarter of the population
receives food stamps, and the percentage of
residents who are unemployed, at 13.1 percent,
is more than double the average unemployment
rate for the entire state of Alabama.
Each semester, fifteen to twent\' second
year architecture students leave Auburn
University and move to Newbem, Alabama (in
Hale County). Students, together with the Hale
County Department of Human Resources, find a
family in need, ascertain its housing needs,
design a house based upon those needs, and
begin the foundations of the structure. In
subsequent semesters, a different group of
students modifies the design while actually
constructing the house.
Working from its most vital ideology,
teaching students through context-based learning,
that is. actually living in and becoming a part of
the community and designing and building houses
within the community, the Rural Studio has
established four main goals, as follows:
• To give stiiJent.s of the School of
Architecture the opportunity to learn
the critical skills of planning,
designing, and building houses in a
concrete, practical, and socially
responsible manner This goal is
achieved through the Rural Studio's
hands-on. culturally based curriculum
and is exemplified in the projects
planned, designed, and built by Rural
Studio students. Undergraduate students
of architecture conceptualize their
projects, leading the processes involved
in construction while carrying their
projects through to construction.
• To form leadership qualities in
students by instilling the social ethics
of profess ionalism. volunteerism.
individual responsibility, and
community service. Rural Studio
projects are structured in such a way as
to teach students each of these
concepts. The act of attending the Rural
Studio itself is a voluntary act because,
although the students receive fifteen
hours of academic credit, participation is
not required by the School of
Architecture.
• To help communities, through
partnerships with the stale and local
welfare agencies, provide suitable
and dignified housing. This goal,
when realized, facilitates keeping
families together, engenders a sense of
self-worth and well-being, helps move
social security recipients from welfare to
work, and provides families with a strong
emotional connection to their home.
Ultimately, it provides rural families in
poverty with a stronger sense of stability.
• To develop materials, methods, and
technologies that will house the rural
poor in dignity and mitigate the
effects of poverty upon rural living
conditions. Students are encouraged,
through curriculum requirements, to
research innovative and sustainable
materials and construction techniques.
The students have thus far completed one
home per year. The completed homes that most
clearly demonstrate our principles are the Bryant
House (the "Hay Bale" house), the Harris
House (the "Butterfly" house), and the Lewis
House. Students are now working on the
Shannon Sanders-Dutley House, to be a home
for a family with six children. Our students have
also completed numerous community projects,
among which include a warm/dr\ room for an
elderly man to use in lieu ofgoing into nursing
care and re-roofing a trailer so that a mother
could be re-joined w ith her children. In
conjunction with these houses and community
projects, students have built experimental housing
pods for their own home at the Rural Studio.
These pods showcase experimental methods of
construction and community living. The latest
example of student housing is a Corrugated
Cardboard Bale Student Pod whose principles
will be applied in future home design.
The Bryant House
Called the "Hay Bale House" because of
walls constructed of hay bales, the Bryant House
is home to Alberta and Shepard Bryant and their
two grandchildren. Located in Mason's Bend,
the 24-inch-thick walls are stacked hay bales
that have been stuccoed over and provide
excellent natural, and inexpensive insulation.
One wood-burning stove, located in the living
room of the house, heats the entire structure, and
the house remains cool throughout the summer
because of natural ventilation provided by
awning windows in the front of the house. In
keeping with Southern culture, the house has a
large front porch covered with an inexpensive
acrylic roof Because Shepard Bryant is a
fisherman, thesis student Scott Stafford built him
a smokehouse to the right of the main structure.
The smokehouse was built of stone and covered
with a roof made of used D.O.T. signs at a total
cost ofapproximately $40.00.
The Harris House
The Harris House, home of Anderson and
Ora Lee Harris, was built in the 1996/1997
academic year by second and third year
students. Called the "Butterfly House" because
of its sharply angled roof structure, the house
was a challenge to the students for several
reasons. First, because Mrs. Harris is
handicapped, the house had to be designed to
accommodate a wheelchair. The doorways are
wide and easily accessible, with a wheelchair
ramp leading to the front door. In the bathroom,
fixtures are within easy reach of a wheelchair-
bound person. Second, the house is designed to
have several energy/cost efficient features. The
house had to have ventilation that would allow it to
be heated and cooled as inexpensively as possible.
The house is heated by a centrally placed
wood-burning stove. Vents, inserted near the
roof of the house, may be opened to allow for air
circulation in the warmer months or closed in the
winter months to trap hot air inside the house. A
huge fan at the rear of the house draws air
through the central living area. The roof is
angled to collect rainwater into a cistern. This
gray water system is used to wash clothes and
flush toilets. The house has a constructed
wetland sewer purification system that provides
fertilization to a garden in the backyard and
purities septic system effluent before it reaches
the well that holds drinking water. The greatest
challenge to the designers was to remai'i within
budget (in this case, under $30,000). To help
meet this goal, the roof of the house is clad in tin,
w ith tin and salvaged 1 05 year-old wood used for
the walls.
The Lewis House
Second-year Rural Studio students from
1 997 until 1 999 designed and built the Lewis
House, home to Evelyn Lewis and her four
children. The students selected the client with
the guidance of the Hale County Department of
Human Resources. Headed by a single mother,
this family had been living apart for years in the
homes of friends and relatives. Lack of
resources and affordable housing had forced
Evelyn to disperse her children into different
homes throughout Hale County. She wanted her
family to live under one roof This desire set her
family apart from the numerous needy families
the students had met.
In a simple but innovative design, four
bedrooms, a living room, a kitchen, and a bath
comprise the Lewis House. The students
wanted to make the house as functional and
economical as possible, with each room serving
multiple uses. The family had considerable input
into the design, and both mother and children
made requests that were included in the
completed structure. The bathroom is
compartmentalized so that two people can use it
at the same time for different purposes. Each of
the children's bedrooms has a study space, and
each bedroom has its own closet and loft storage
space. A central hall connects all rooms in the
house. Additional book storage space is built into
walls. Windows in each of the bedrooms are
aligned with large doors to the hallway, large
exterior doors, and openings to take advantage of
cool summer breezes. In addition, the hallway
includes clear stor\' venting so that the Lewis
family may use natural ventilation to cool and
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With the assistance of the Hale County
Department of Human Resources. 1999-2000
Rural Studio second year students selected the
Sanders-Dutley family to be clients for a house.
The parents are in their mid-twenties and have
six children. The house encompasses fifteen
hundred square feet and incorporates three
bedrooms, two-and-a-half bathrooms, a kitchen-
family room combination, a dining room, and a
den. The family gathering spaces open onto a
central courtyard, bathed in light at sunrise and
sunset. The house is designed to accommodate
the many different needs of such a large family,
and it attempts to give children and parents
adequate private space while creating rooms that
foster family interaction. Great consideration
was given to daily activities, such as preparation
for school, so that the house mitjht ease the
hectic task of rearing six children. The material
pallet employs rammed earth for all exterior
walls, a steel roof structure, metal studs, and
sheet rock on the interior and an abundance of
glass and transparent sheets of polycarbonate in
clereston,' windows.
The rammed earth construction chosen for
the Sanders-Dutley house is a building technique
in which a cement-soil mixture is compacted into
fornis to create load-bearing walls that harden
into what is essentially man-made, engineered
rock. After extensive tests and mock-ups.
rammed earth was chosen for the construction
method because of its durability, a natural
resistance to tire, and its sense of permanence
and security. Except for some experimental
housing built in the 1930"s near Birmingham.
Alabama, the Sanders-Dutley House will
possibly be the first house in the Southeast to use
this method of construction.
Corrugated Cardboard Bale Student Pod
The purpose of this project is to experiment
with bales of waste wax-impregnated corrugated
clippings in construction. These bales have
many properties that make them promising
building materials. The thickness of the bales will
provide excellent insulation, while the dense
packing of the corrugate clippings will create a
strong load-bearing structure. Additionally, the
thennal mass created will help keep the structure
cool in the summer and warm in winter, and the
corrugated bales make good material for fast,
efficient construction for rural housing.
The first house utilizing this construction
material is a student housing "pod." This pod
incorporates corrugated bales in both the
foundation and walls. Using what is teamed
through the materials investigations and the
"pod" prototy pe. another structure will be
designed and built to test additional ideas.
The architectural students, while applying the
Rural Studio process in the building of these
houses, have also used basic architectural
principles as part of their design process. If one
looks closely, one can find an application of
nature's materials and found objects available in
the rural landscape. The houses apply
sustainable cultural principles, simple adaptable
technology, and recycling. Visiting the homes
today, it is apparent that the houses have fit the
social, cultural, and climate context with their
planning. Front porches, screen porches, and
accessible exterior spaces are well utilized and
the houses have proven adaptable over time to
each family's particular use. Low energy cost
and conservation is reflected in plan layout, the
use of natural ventilation, and energ\-conser\ ing
methods of construction. Reflecting upon the
pictorial quality of these homes, one can see the
influence of cylindrical hay bales ready to be
stored lying in fields, seed bams, and
smokehouses, as well as the patina of colors and
textures found only in rural America.
These homes act to improve the health and
happiness of the residents of Hale Count>'.
Alabama. They are. however. onl\ part of the
Rural Studio stor}' in rural America. Our
students are also engaged in the design and
construction of community projects such as
children's centers and playgrounds, boys and
girls clubs, community pavilions, chapels, baseball
and play fields, performance theaters, community
centers, and historic preservation. As a result of
collaboration between faculty members, students,
and community members, many of the goals of
the Rural Studio were accomplished. Toward
this end. the faculty of the Rural Studio - Andrew
Freear. Steve Hoffman. Dick Hudgens. and
Samuel Mockbee and Dennis Ruth - have been
responsible for the guidance imparted to students
in all of the projects and concepts delineated.
To the untrained eye. the measure of
success of the Rural Studio is in its built projects:
in reality, its success is measured by its effect
upon the lives of the faculty, students, families.
and communities it touches. It is not only the
buildings that make the Rural Studio what it is.
but also the education the students receive about
architecture and about society. Ultimately, it is
about "sharing the sweat" with the community, (f^
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